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From: 

James J. James, MD, Dr. PH, MHA 

Date: 

November 2, 2001

Subject: 
Bioterrorism Briefing – What Every Employee Should Know

In the wake of the terrorist attacks in September and the recent anthrax scares in Florida and around the country, the American public has been forced to face the realities of terrorism, terrorist threats and “copycat” hoaxes. The events that have happened are inexplicable and very overwhelming.

Unfortunately, we cannot change what has happened. We can however focus on what we can do to increase our safety. It is a time for us to review our emergency plans, ensure our emergency call-down lists are current and accurate. First and foremost, please remember that employee safety and well-being are of utmost importance to the Miami-Dade County Health Department (MDCHD) and our community. 

Many MDCHD employees are asking questions about what they should do to protect themselves in the event of a chemical or biological exposure. Some of you want to know how you can prevent illness, while others want to know if they are at high risk because they work in the public health setting.

The MDCHD has made Bioterrorism a strategic priority for the organization and has established a Bioterrorism Workgroup. The members of the workgroup want to reassure you that based on the evidence we have received to date from Miami-Dade County, it is highly unlikely that you - or anyone you know or work with will be exposed to anthrax. Our laboratory has tested hundreds of environmental materials to date, and all environmental materials from Miami-Dade County have tested negative for the anthrax bacteria. 

The following guidelines have been prepared in an effort to answer any questions you may have and provide information on how you can reduce your risk to biological/chemical exposure:

Public Health Concerns

Anthrax is not contagious – You cannot catch anthrax from someone who has it. You cannot get anthrax by being near a person with the illness.

Inhalation of anthrax is very unlikely – The recent cases in Florida appear to be caused by inhaling the anthrax bacteria, but a person must inhale a huge number of anthrax spores to actually become infected. 

We do not have the anthrax vaccine – Availability of the vaccine is limited to the military and to send to a community should an attack be confirmed. Vaccination after exposure may be helpful when given along with appropriate antibiotics.

You do not need to be vaccinated – The anthrax vaccine involves a series of shots over an 18-month period. Some people have severe and long-lasting side effects to the vaccine. It is currently being used for military personnel who might be exposed to chemical or biological warfare and those health care workers who work in government research laboratories. 

You are not at high risk for contracting anthrax – Even though you work in a public health setting, you are not at risk for anthrax. Remember, it is not contagious. If you work in a clinical area, you should always observe standard precautions.

You do not need Cipro or other antibiotics – Some people wrongly believe that they should take Cipro or other antibiotics to prevent anthrax. The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) recommend that drugs be given only after a confirmed or highly suspected exposure to the bacteria. Extended use of antibiotics can be harmful. Furthermore, if people stockpile drugs, those who need medications may not be able to get them.

You do not need a nasal swab – The DOH and CDC guidelines recommend that testing need only be done after confirmed exposure or for specific symptoms.

You do not need to purchase gas masks – You would need to wear a gas mask 24 hours a day, every day, to prevent the inhalation of any biological or chemical agent. Putting the mask on after a known attack would probably not prevent illness, and many gas masks sold today are ineffective.
From a public health perspective, there are some very simple and smart steps that we can take to reduce the spread of germs:

· Wash your hands thoroughly with soap and water before eating and after using the bathroom, sneezing or coughing, or coming into contact with any substance or surface that may have something on it.

· When you are sick, stay home and take care of yourself. Don’t take your germs to the office and spread them around.

· Be up- to-date on your immunizations and get the flu vaccine.

· Follow-up with your doctor if you are feeling sick or if you are concerned about your health.

· Overuse or unnecessary use of antibiotics is not recommended.

Suspicious Letters and Packages

Several confirmed cases of anthrax being mailed in the United States have occurred. All of the cases so far have been to high profile agencies or people (media outlets, US Senate). Additional cases have been found in US Postal Service employees and in the mail room employees at the specific targeted companies.

Consider that there are 680 million pieces of mail delivered every day and there are 138 billion recipients of mail. There are specific things you can do to discern any mail that is unknown or suspicious to you:

· When you receive your mail, sort through to see if there are any unexpected or unknown packages or letters.

· If you cannot identify whom it is from and there are no other visible hazards, you can throw it out if you do not want it.

· If you receive a package or letter from someone that you were not expecting, you can always call the sender and ask them what it is.

· If you are mailing an unexpected package or letter to someone, you may want to let him or her know you have sent something, so they don’t throw it away.

· If the package or letter has a substance on it or leaking out of it then follow the guidelines recommended in Attachment A. Don’t panic!

Unknown Substances

People are very concerned about powders and granules that they find in their homes and workplaces.

· If you spill sugar or creamer or some other powder substance on a surface clean it up so the next person that comes across it does not panic.

· There are many products that are packaged with a powdery substance. If you are not sure about it or it seems unusual, call the manufacturer and verify if any type of powder was used in the packaging process.

Concerns About Flying

On September 11th, four planes were hijacked, three crashed into buildings and one crashed in an open field. The hijackings were done with the purpose of causing terror in the United States. At 8:30 that morning there were 4,500 planes in the air. On any given day, there are 35,000-40,000 planes in the air. Hijacking can occur but it is not that probable. Security has been increased tremendously at airports. Airline crews and passengers are on high alert. People are less likely to tolerate any behavior or acts that raise suspicion.

What You Should Do As An Employee

Your responsibility to clients – Stay calm and well informed! Some people are overly worried about the possibility of a terrorist attack. While such an event is possible, it is clearly extremely remote. As public health workers, you can help calm any client who expresses high anxiety. By remaining composed and confident, you’ll soothe their fears. Educate yourself so that you can present facts, not rumors. It is normal to feel anxious or concerned at times like these. If you need help dealing with your emotions, contact the Employee Assistance Program.

All media calls should be directed to Olga Connor, Office of Public Health Information, Legislative and Community Affairs (OPHILCA) - When TV or newspaper reporters need information fast, they may call a department directly or just show up. Call Olga Connor or her staff at 786-845-0200 or 305-970-2556 if this occurs. Client confidentiality is a high priority; do not give the media any information. You can also reach the office through the after hours number 305-377-6571. If your cannot reach someone in the Office of Public Health Information, call your immediate supervisor and go up the chain of command.

Review your program’s disaster plan – Know your role in your respective program’s disaster plan. If you have any questions about your role, ask your supervisor.

If you have flu-like symptoms, you may have the flu – It is the beginning of flu season, and several cases have already been confirmed in Florida. If you don’t feel well, you may have a cold or the flu. Get checked by your doctor. The flu vaccine is available at all our immunization clinics and you are strongly encouraged to get a flu shot.

You may see people dressed in hazardous materials suits – The County’s Hazardous Materials Unit responds to all threats of suspicious or hazardous materials. They are wearing protective gear only because they may handle or come in direct contact with a dangerous substance. There is no reason to be alarmed.

Potential for illness from other biological agents is minimal – It is unlikely that you will be exposed to some form of biological (smallpox or Ebola for example) or chemical (Sarin gas or cyanide gas) agent. Hospitals and health departments across the country are monitoring emergency rooms to look for any rise in patients with specific illnesses and our hospitals are following new formal disease reporting systems established by the MDCHD and the CDC. While its important to be aware of the issues, no special precautions are necessary. 

For more information – If you have specific questions about anthrax, you may call the MDCHD’s Anthrax Hotline at 1-877-385-1625. You may want to read more about biological and chemical exposure on the following Web sites – www.cdc.gov.www.hopkins-biodefense.org.,  www.myflorida.com and www.dadehealth.org.

Attachment A: Mailroom Guidelines

The information below includes data regarding the characteristics of suspicious packages and what to do if you receive a suspicious package:

Characteristics of a Suspicious Letter/Package

The likelihood of receiving a package or letter containing suspicious substances is remote. However, it is important for citizens to be aware of characteristics that are common to suspicious letters/packages. Some indicators include but are not limited to, the following:

· It is unexpected or from someone you don’t know

· It is addressed to someone no longer at the address

· Mailed from a foreign country

· Excessive postage

· Misspelled words

· Addressed to title only

· Wrong title with name

· Rigid or bulky

· Badly typed or handwritten

· Restrictive markings such as “Confidential” or “Personal”

· Is sealed with excessive amounts of tape

· No return address or bears one that you can’t confirm as legitimate

· Strange odor

· Lopsided or lumpy in appearance

· Stains on wrapping

If the Letter/Package is Open and/or a Threat is Identified

· Don’t panic!

· Wash hands with soap and warm water.

· Call 911!

· Carefully remove any clothing that may have the substance on it and place it in a bag or container that can be sealed.

· Shower with soap and water.
What do I do if I Receive a Suspicious Letter/Package?

· Do not panic!

· Leave the letter/package alone. Don’t shake it, bump it, or sniff it. If the letter/package indicates that it might be anthrax, place it in a bag or container to prevent leakage.

· If the letter or package has no associated threat and no substance spilling our or “bleeding through”, the recipient should place the package/letter inside a plastic bag, seal the bag and dispose of it in the garbage.

· Cover any spilled contents with anything (e.g. trash can, clothing, paper, etc.)

· If there is a powder or aerosol involved, turn of any local fans or ventilation. The individual in contact with the letter should leave the vicinity immediately.

· Other individuals within the vicinity of the letter/package containing an unknown substance should thoroughly wash their hands with soap and water.

· Call 911 and explain what has occurred. They will dispatch the appropriate responders.

· Your local law enforcement agency will notify the Hazardous Material Team and they will initiate appropriate testing with the State Laboratory.

· Results of the testing will be available in time to determine what, if any, follow-up is necessary.

· Notify your supervisor and complete a Safety Incident Reporting Form. Collect contact information of all individuals that may have been exposed. These individuals should be reassured that they will be notified as soon as the results are known.

Sources: Centers for Disease Control, US Postal Service, Federal Bureau of Investigation, Florida Department of Health, Florida Department of Law Enforcement, Miami-Dade Office of Emergency Management
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James J. James, M. D., Dr. P. H., M. H. A., Director
Miami-Dade County Health Department

8175 N.W. 12th Street, 3rd Floor   Miami, Florida 33126

TEL (786) 845-0216 • FAX (786) 845-0279

Website: www.dadehealth.org.
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